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ACTS 6:1-7 [ESV}

1 Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a 
complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their 
widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. 2 And the twelve 
summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that 
we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 3 Therefore, 
brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the 
Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we will 
devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what 
they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full 
of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and 
Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 These they 
set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 
7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the 
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests 
became obedient to the faith.

SCRIPTURE PASSAGE    

As the gospel advances, and the 
church grows, so do the blessings, 
challenges, and opportunities for 
more growth.

BIG IDEA
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     Throughout the first 5 chapters of the book of Acts, we have seen the Holy Spirit birth something 
unprecedented. Eleven of the twelve disciples, who had all abandoned Jesus just a few weeks prior, 
are now fully submitted to the Holy Spirit, and leading the early Church,. The power of God is on 
full display as there are signs, wonders, miracles, a strong sense of unity, radical generosity, and 
exponential growth. However, by the time we get to chapter 6, it appears that the honeymoon is 
over. As exciting as growth can be, it has created some unique challenges and even exposed some 
of the weaknesses of the apostles and the church.

     NBA Power Forward, Anthony Davis, knows a little something about growing pains. The 6’11” All-
Star grew from 6’2” to 6’10” between his sophomore and senior years of high school. –that’s eight 
inches in eighteen months! When he was 6’2”, he had one scholarship offer from Cleveland State 
University. By his senior year he was the number one high school player in the nation. His growth 
spurt was helpful, but it created challenges. Davis’s parents had to buy him new clothes constantly. 
Davis had to learn how to rebound, block shots, post up and quickly learn to play a  totally different 
position. The transition wasn’t easy, and didn’t happen overnight. 

     In Acts 6 :1-7, Luke describes the blessings and the challenges facing the rapidly growing body 
of Christ in Jerusalem. We see this practical truth illustrated: Gospel growth always brings blessing, 
problems, and opportunities. Just look at the first verse of Acts 6. The church is growing! The 
problem? The people are complaining! The opportunity? Luke goes on to describe how the apostles 
handled growth problems by walking in humility and spreading responsibility as they continued to 
advance the mission.¹ 

The Blessing
People react to church growth differently. Some find it easy to celebrate because their ministries 
are aiming for just this: more and more people. Others, however, have a negative opinion of growth 
because many are obsessed with it, and some feel many will sacrifice core principles in order to 
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The ministry of 
the Spirit is to 
glorify Christ 

welcome growth. This passage helps us understand church growth sensibly. 

The early church experienced a particular type of growth here, and it’s this type of growth that must 
be sought: gospel-centered, spirit-infused growth. It came as a result of passionate preaching and 
compassionate ministry. Words and works. There were no gimmicks behind it. The apostles weren’t 
offering watered-down sermons. They weren’t handing out gift bags to draw a crowd. Yet the Lord 
blessed the church with thousands of converts. This reminds us that while we may be able to grow a 
crowd in a variety of ways, the church is only built by Jesus when people embrace the gospel. 

While we desire to tell the story of Jesus to as many people that we can, we can never afford to mistake 
the crowd for the church.  Are you part of the crowd? Or are you a part of the Church? 

Church-growth critics often complain, “You guys are all about the numbers.” They are skeptical of 
growth because they associate a big church with an 
unfaithful church. But Luke doesn’t have this aversion 
to seeing new faces joining the church. Luke, in fact, 
brackets the narrative with the subject of increasing 
numbers. In verse 1 he says, “Increasing in numbers”; in 
verse 7 he says, “Increased greatly in number.”¹ 

So, is Luke all about the numbers? No. Dr. Luke counted 
people because people count. People matter to God, 
and they should matter to us. We should long to reach 
more and more people. Not all growth, however, is 
good. One can be all about building a crowd or one’s 
own kingdom. That’s why we must reject church-
growth idolatry. But when the gospel is front and center, we must rejoice when the church grows. Luke 
has at least ten summary statements in which he mentions the growth of the church (Acts 2:41, 47; 4:4; 
5:14; 9:31; 13:49; 16:5; 19:20; 21:20).

Luke clearly sees this expansion as a good thing. By Acts 6 there is anywhere between fourteen 
thousand and twenty thousand people in the church! This harvest is the result of God’s amazing grace, 
and this growth provides a foretaste of the great in-gathering of the nations around the throne that is 
promised in Revelation 7:9. Jesus loves gospel centered growth, and so should we. 

The early church dealt with failure and human limitations. It is a mistake to romanticize or idealize the 
church in Acts. Is it a model church? Yes. Is it a perfect church? Absolutely not! Did the early church have 
a lot of “W’s”? Yes! Did it have any failures? It sure did.²

Crowds can be built 
through advertising, 

great buildings, 
entertaining speeches, 

or  great music. 

The church is only built 
by Jesus when people 
embrace the gospel. 

5          1 Tony Merida, Exalting Jesus in Acts, ed. David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-centered exposition (Nashville, 
TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2017).
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The Problem

     The growing pains of the early church made it difficult for the apostles to minister to everybody. 
The “Grecians” (Hellenists) were the Greek-speaking Jews who had come to Palestine from other 
nations, and therefore were not fluent in Aramaic. While the “Hebrews” were Jewish residents of the 
land who spoke both Aramaic and Greek. It is probable that the ‘Hellenists’ found participation in 
the Aramaic style of worship of the original disciple group difficult, and started to develop as a more 
independent community.¹ And now the sense of togetherness that they had experienced so well was 
being threatened. 

     After the apostles had committed to daily distributing food to the widows, they dropped the ball and 
were failing to keep their word. Taking care of widows was a really BIG deal in Jewish culture. James 1:27 
tells that true and undefiled religion is taking care of orphans & widows, and being untainted from the 
world. 

     But now, the tightly knit group is beginning to show signs of unraveling. The fact that the “outsiders” 
were being neglected created a situation that could have easily destroyed the early church. For starters, 
the apostles were dealing with a mixture of injustice and sinful responses to it. The Greek-speaking 
widows were complaining (something Paul would eventually tell the churches to avoid in 1 Cor. 10:10 
and Phil 2:14). While they had a right to be bothered by being neglected in the distribution of good, 
they shouldn’t have been complaining against the Hebrew widows. They should have taken the matter 
to the leaders. This is a good reminder that there will be times when people in the church will be 
justifiably offended, and they won’t always respond appropriately. 

     Maintaining unity involved not only dealing with neglect and complaining, but addressing cultural 
tensions. The Hebrew speaking widows were the purists. The Greek-speaking widows were a part of 
families that had previously been in exile. The Pharisees despised the Greek-speaking Jews. They were 
looked on as dirty, second-class citizens. 

     When many of them converted, they were suddenly 
part of the same church. Once the one group felt 
neglected, it’s no wonder, then, that tension rose. 
The apostles had their hands full in maintaining unity 
amid such cultural drama.²  However, they handled the 
problem with great wisdom and did not give Satan any 
foothold in the fellowship. 

The Opportunity
     When a church faces a serious problem, this presents 
the leaders and the community as a whole with a 
number of opportunities. For one, problems give us 
the chance to examine our administrative processes 
and discover what changes must be made. In times of 
success, it is easy for us to maintain the status quo, but this is dangerous. Henry Ward Beecher called 
success “a last-year’s nest from which the birds have flown.” Any ministry or organization that thinks its 
success will go on automatically is heading for failure.³ We must regularly examine our lives 
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Every failure 

is a holy spirit 

opportunity.

        1 Garland, David E., Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, Kevin Harney, Sherry Harney, and Adam T. Barr. 2017. “Acts. Teach The 
Text Commentary Series.” Grand Rapids, MI.
     ²Warren W. Wiersbe, Be dynamic: experience the power of Gods people (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009).
     ³ibid.



and our ministries lest we start taking things for granted. 

    The apostles studied the situation and concluded that they were to blame. This is huge. They were 
the ones who had been with Jesus, and the ones whom the Holy Spirit was using to birth the church. 
Yet, they were not so consumed with their reputation or appearing to have it all together that they 
didn’t honestly and accurately access the situation. They were so busy serving tables that they were 
neglecting prayer and the ministry of the Word of God. They had created their own problem because 
they were trying to do too much. Even today, it’s easy for pastors to become so busy with secondary 
tasks that they fail to spend adequate time in study and in prayer. This creates a “spiritual deficiency” in 
the church that makes it even easier for problems to develop. 

This is not to suggest that serving tables is a menial 
task, because every ministry in the church is important. 
But it is a matter of function and priorities; the 
apostles were functioning as leaders and had specific 
responsibilities. D. L. Moody used to say that it was 
better to put ten men to work than to try to do the work 
of ten men.¹ 

Church problems also give us an opportunity to 
exercise our faith, not only faith in the Lord, but also 
faith in each other. The leaders suggested a solution, 
and all the members agreed with it. The assembly 
selected seven qualified men, and the apostles set 
them apart for ministry. The church was not afraid 
to adjust their structure in order to make room for a 
growing ministry. When structure and ministry conflict, 
this gives us an opportunity to trust God for the 
solution. It is tragic when churches destroy ministries 
because they refuse to modify their structure. The 
apostles were not afraid to share their authority and 
ministry with others. 

Lastly, problems also give us the opportunity to express 
our love. The Hebrew leaders and the predominantly 
Hebrew members selected six men who were also 
Hellenists and one man who was both a Gentile and 
a proselyte! What an illustration of Romans 12:10, 
Philippians 2:1-4, and multicultural leadership! As we 
respond properly to the Holy Spirit in dealing with our 
failure, he gives us the grace to love others, bear their 
burdens, and be ministers of reconciliation!  (Garland)

1. USING GOD TO RUN
 FROM GOD 
Few killer viruses are more difficult 
to discern than this one. On the 
surface all appears to be healthy 
and working. But it’s not. Using God 
to run from God is when we create a 
great deal of “God-activity” to ignore 
the difficult areas in our lives God 
wants to change. Some examples:  

I use God to run from God when I do 
God’s work to satisfy me, not him 

I use God to run from God when I do 
things in his name he never asked me 
to do 

I use God to run from God when my 
prayers are really about God doing my 
will, not my surrendering to his 

I use God to run from God when I 
demonstrate “Christian behaviors” 
so significant people think  well 
of me 7

          1 Garland, David E., Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, Kevin Harney, 
Sherry Harney, and Adam T. Barr. 2017. “Acts. Teach The Text Commentary 
Series.” Grand Rapids, MI.



2. IGNORING THE UNGODLY EMOTIONS OF ANGER, SADNESS, AND FEAR 
Like many Christians, I was taught that almost all feelings are unreliable and not to be trusted. They go 
up and down and are the last thing we should be attending to in our spiritual lives. It is true that some 
Christians live in the extreme of following their feelings in an unhealthy way. It is more common, however, 
to encounter Christians who do not believe they have permission to admit their feelings or express them 
openly. When taken in its entirety the practical implications of such an imbalanced, narrow, biblical belief 
system are enormous. It leads to a devaluing and repression of the emotional aspect of our humanity that is 
also made in the image of God. 

3. DYING TO THE WRONG THINGS 
We are to die to the sinful parts of who we are— such as defensiveness, detachment from others, arrogance, 
hypocrisy, a lack of vulnerability, and the more obvious sins described for us in Scripture. But applying this 
verse rigidly, without qualification from the rest of Scripture, results in a narrow, faulty theology. 

God never asked us to die to the healthy desires and pleasures of life—to friendships, joy, art, music, beauty, 
laughter, and nature. Often these desires and passions are invitations from God, gifts from him. Yet somehow 
we feel guilty unwrapping those presents. 

4. DENYING THE PAST’S IMPACT ON THE PRESENT 
When we come to faith in Jesus Christ, whether as a child, teenager, or adult, we are “born again” (see John 
3:3). Paul describes it this way: “The old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians 5:17). The work of 
growing in Christ (what theologians call sanctification) actually demands we go back in order to break free 
from unhealthy and destructive patterns that prevent us from loving ourselves and others as God designed. 

5. DIVIDING OUR LIVES INTO “SECULAR” & “SACRED” COMPARTMENTS
 It is so easy to compartmentalize God to “Christian activities” around church and our spiritual disciplines 
without thinking of him in our marriages, the disciplining of our children, and the spending of our money. 
According to Gallup polls and sociologists, one of the greatest scandals of our day is that “evangelical 
Christians are as likely to embrace lifestyles every bit as hedonistic, materialistic, self-centered and sexually 
immoral as the world in general.”  

The statistics are devastating: 

• Church members divorce their spouses as often as their secular neighbors 
• Church members beat their wives as often as their neighbors 
• Church members’ giving patterns indicate they are almost as materialistic as non-Christians 
• White evangelicals are the most likely people to object to neighbors of another race 
• 26% of “higher-commitment” evangelicals and 46% of “lower-commitment” evangelicals think premarital sex    
 is acceptable.

6. DOING FOR GOD INSTEAD OF BEING WITH GOD 
Being productive and getting things done are high priorities in our Western culture. Some believe that 
praying and enjoying God’s presence for no other reason than to delight in him is a luxury that we can enjoy 
once we get to heaven. For now, there’s too much to be done. But work for God that is not nourished by a 
deep interior life with God will eventually be contaminated by other things such as ego, power, approval of 
and from others, and buying into the wrong ideas of success and the mistaken belief that we can’t fail. When 
we work for God because of these things, our experience of the gospel falls off center. We become “human 
doings” not “human beings.” Our activity for God can only properly flow from a life with God. We cannot give 
what we do not possess. 

7. SPIRITUALIZING AWAY CONFLICT 
Nobody likes conflict. Yet conflict is everywhere— from the courts to workplaces to marriages. But the belief 
that sweeping disagreements under the rug to follow Jesus continues to be one of the most destructive 
myths in the church today. For this reason, churches, small groups, and communities continue to 
experience the pain of unresolved conflicts. 

Very, very few of us come from families where conflicts are resolved in a mature, healthy way. Most 8



simply bury our tensions and move on. Jesus shows us that healthy Christians do not avoid conflict. His life 
was filled with it! He was in regular conflict with the religious leaders, the crowds, the disciples— even his 
own family. Out of a desire to bring true peace, Jesus disrupted the false peace all around him. He refused to 
“spiritualize away” conflict. 

8. COVERING OVER BROKENNESS, WEAKNESS, AND FAILURE 
The pressure to present an image of ourselves as strong and spiritually “together” hovers over most of us. 
We feel guilty for not measuring up, for not making the grade. We forget that not one of us is perfect and 
that we are all sinners. 

The Bible does not spin the flaws and weaknesses of its heroes. Abraham lied. Hosea’s wife was a prostitute. 
Peter rebuked God! Noah got drunk. Jonah was a racist. Jacob lied. Mark deserted Paul. Elijah burned out. 
Jeremiah was depressed and suicidal. Thomas doubted. Moses had a temper. Every human being on earth, 
regardless of their gifts and strengths, is weak, vulnerable, and dependent on God and others. 

9. LIVING WITHOUT LIMITS 
By subjecting himself to humanity, Jesus modeled for us how to live with the limitations of being human. He 
did not heal every sick person in Palestine. He did not raise every dead person. He did not feed all the hungry 
beggars or set up job development centers for the poor. 

Why are so many Christians, along with the rest of our culture, frantic, exhausted, overloaded, and hurried? 
Sadly, many believe that taking care of themselves is a sin, a “psychologizing” of the gospel taken from our 
self-centered culture. 

It is true we are called to consider others more important than ourselves (see Philippians 2:4). We are called 
to lay down our lives for others (see 1 John 3:16). But remember, you first need a “self” to lay down and offer 
to others.  

10. JUDGING OTHER PEOPLE’S SPIRITUAL JOURNEY 
Some of us were taught that it is our responsibility to correct people in error or in sin and to always counsel 
people who are mixed up spiritually. Then, we fell guilty if we see something questionable and do nothing to 
point it out, or if we have to admit that “we don’t know how”.

Of course, many of us have no trouble at all dispensing advice or pointing out wrongdoing. We spend so 
much time at it that we end up self-deceived, thinking we have much to give and therefore little to receive 
from others. After all, we’re the ones who are “right,” aren’t we? This often leads to an inability to receive from 
“ordinary,” “less mature” people than ourselves. We only receive from “experts” or “professionals.” 

Like Jesus said, unless I first take the log out of my own eye, knowing that I have huge blind spots, I am 
dangerous. I must see the extensive damage sin has done to every part of who I am—emotion, intellect, 
body, will, and spirit—before I can attempt to remove the speck from my brother’s eye (see Matthew 7:1-5). 

Taken from Chapter 2 of Emotionally Healthy Spirituality (Nelson, 2006) 
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IT’S HARD TO FEEL WE BELONG
Prayer of a newly arrived migrant.

It’s hard to feel we belong,
we’ve been uprooted and replanted in foreign soil. Our roots are shallow and 
sometimes it feels like a strong and gusty wind will blow us away.

In a borrowed language it is hard to share the pain and hope or whisper our fears 
and prayers.

It’s hard to find our way
It’s hard to feel we can have a say in the way things are done around here.

We learn your language. You don’t know ours.
If you take the trouble to sit with us, long enough,
we will open our hearts to you,
then we may belong to you and this church that has accepted us, but not yet 
opened its heart to us.

Response:
God may Your Church have, ears to listen and hearts to feel,
that together we might find ways to cross the divide that lies between us, that 
bridges of justice, understanding and love can be built.
.
Written by: Rev Helen Richmond
(Mission Prayer Handbook 1996, page 60)

prayer

Have you dropped the ball in an area of your 
life recently? What unique opportunity did it  
create?

What are some potential problems that come 
with larger and smaller churches?

How is the unity of the present day church 
threatened by homogeneous communities.

reflect & discuss




